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ABSTRACT
Butoh is a dance and somatic movement approach that emerged in Japan in the 1960s 
and today is practiced around the world. Due to its stylistic idiosyncrasies and lack of 
a formalised movement vocabulary, butoh is often referred to among its practitioners 
and in the literature as an indeterminate or ‘formless’ dance. While ‘metamorphosis’ 
has been recognised as butoh’s core aesthetic trait (Fraleigh 2010; Baird and Candelario 
2019), what this entails in practice has been little explored.

This video article examines metamorphosis in butoh dance from a sensory anthropology 
perspective which attends to the micro-phenomenological dimensions of the practice. The 
author, a dancer-anthropologist, focuses on a practice of ‘becoming a caterpillar’ that she 
learnt at a butoh workshop given by Semimaru of the company Sankai Juku in London in 
2014. Through a praxeography of selected exercises, integrated by a somatic or ‘from the 
body’ perspective (Farnell 1999), the author argues that the same techniques ‘scaffold’ 
(Downey 2004) metamorphosis by emphasising fluidity of bodily movement as well as 
the ‘isolation’ of body parts. Perceptual aspects of the practice are explored and reflected 
upon multimodally through a combination of textual, graphic, dance, and performance 
reenactments. Responding to ongoing debates on the value of integrating multimodality 
in anthropological research, practice and dissemination of scholarship, the article proposes 
that multimodality can extend the conceptual and methodological reach into experiential 
dimensions of bodily practice by foregrounding both sensory and imaginal aspects of doing.

Drawing on anthropological studies of perception in ritual action, the video article 
argues that butoh metamorphosis relies on a principle of ‘illusion’ whereby a change 
in the dancer’s kinetic organisation engenders a visual impression of their bodies 
transforming into something else. This metamorphic logic is by no means exclusive to 
butoh but is found in other styles of performance, including puppet theatre. Kapferer’s 
(2004) notion of virtuality is mobilised here to highlight how the reconfiguring of 
perceptual patterns through performative action can effect transformation by means 
of ‘modulating reality’ and ‘adjusting its dynamics’.

As shown by the example of the caterpillar, in butoh dance the transformation is 
double: on the optical and imaginal level of the dancer’s bodily form, as coinciding 
with a ‘view from the outside’, and on the somatic level of the practitioner’s lived 
body as experienced ‘from the inside’. It is further argued that a butoh dancer’s 
propension to somatically relate to imaginal dimensions of the practice relies on the 
phenomenological principle of sensory reversibility, whereby tactility-kinaesthesia 
‘merges’ with the sense of vision.
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or reference when it is not possible to embed the actual video, which can be found by following 
the DOI.]
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Butoh is a dance form that emerged in Japan in the 1960s. It is said to be formless 
because it does not rely on any particular form or style of movement. Instead, 
butoh’s most distinctive trait is said to be metamorphosis. Butoh practitioners 
become plant-, animal- or element- like. They can also become spirit- or ghost- like. 
Their movements can be improvised or choreographed, or a combination of both. 
What does metamorphosis mean in practice?

metamorphosis

?
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This research video explores a particular instance of metamorphosis in butoh, 
that of becoming a caterpillar. As an anthropologist and butoh practitioner, I first 
encountered the caterpillar exercise at a butoh workshop at the London Laban 
studios in 2014. The workshop was given by a member of the company Sankai Juku, 
Semimaru. On day one, in the first half of the class, Semimaru introduced us to a 
set of exercises, primarily engaging the movement of the spine. All those exercises 
provided the groundwork for the caterpillar movement. For the purpose of this video, 
I will focus on the last two of those exercises: they are ‘transmitting the wave’ and ‘a 
ball is rolling up the spine.’

Transmitting the wave
A ball is rolling up the spine

Following the practice, Semimaru himself demonstrated the caterpillar movement. 
In a few instants he crawled from one side to the other of the dance studio, with a 
swiftness that could only be compared to that of an actual caterpillar.

This video cannot replicate the magic of those few instants. What this video does is to explore the 
perceptual dynamics ‘scaffolding’ (Downey 2008) the transformation through a combination of 
textual, graphic, movement and performance ‘reenactments’ (MacDougall 2006).

[02:16]

Multimodality

This video responds to ongoing debates on the value of integrating multimodality in 
anthropological research, practice and dissemination of scholarship (Collins et al 2017; 
Cartwright and Crowder 2017; Nolas and Varvantakis 2018; Canals 2018). It focuses on 
whether multimodality can further a sensory anthropology approach (Pink 2011) to the study 
of embodied practices.

While this research video is based on a masterclass with the company Sankai Juku, it is not 
about Sankai Juku, nor is it a document of their work. This video’s aim is not to teach butoh, 
or a specific butoh technique. It is rather to engage multimodally with a particular way of 
‘thinking in movement’ (Sheets-Johnstone 1981; 1999), as represented here by the practice of 
‘becoming a caterpillar’ in particular, and of butoh metamorphosis in general.

The training thus is a pretext to think about how a particular way of working with the body 
can become an art of inquiry (Ingold 2013) in its own right. Here, a particular style of somatic 
movement practice (Hanna 1988; Nicely 2018) becomes a strategy for thinking ‘with’ (Ingold 
2013) as well as ‘from’ (Farnell 1999) the body.

While the analysis adopts a phenomenological focus on the micro-dynamics (Petitmengin et 
al. 2019) of the exercises, the overall approach can be seen as both autoethnographic and 
praxeographic.

By re-enacting the process of learning a technique of the body, the anthropologist-cum-butoh 
dancer observes how the body is ‘being done’ (Mol 2002: 32), is ‘crafted’ (Harris 2016), or, 
‘surfaces’ (Taylor 2005) through that practice.

[03:41]

Images

The images used in this video were filmed in different places and with different 
people, with different video ‘registers’ emphasising different aspects of the practice.

The solo and partner videos by Morita and Takeuchi offer a literal reenactment of the 
practice. They isolate the practice from its ethnographic context, in order to zoom in 
on the techniques.

The solo dance video with Ana Barbour is a more aesthetic interpretation of 
the exercises. It uses haptic cinema techniques (Marks 2000) to hint at tactile-
kinaesthetic dimensions of the practice.

https://doi.org/10.16995/jer.18
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The video with Stephen Mottram mobilizes the aesthetics of puppet theatre to 
make a core theoretical point on the relationship between sensory perception and 
metamorphosis.

Finally, animations reenact kinaesthetic experiences in graphic form.

MacDougall (2006) saw images as artifacts of modes of perceiving attentively, not only by 
using one’s eyes but one’s whole being. He saw images as ‘mirrors of our bodies, replicating 
the whole of the body’s activity, with its physical movements, its shifting attention, and its 
conflicting impulses toward order and disorder’ (MacDougall 2006: 3).

While most of the images in this video enact a ‘mirroring’ perspective that does not transgress 
the boundary of the skin even as they point to internal processes, graphic methods enact a 
somatic, first-person perspective on doing butoh (Hanna 1988; Farnell 1999).

As anthropologist Michael Taussig (2009) points out, drawing establishes an organic bond with 
what it’s being depicted. Used as a phenomenological device, a drawing hand can attune to the 
inner spaces of the body, opening ways of inquiry and communication. Drawing in this sense 
is not a representational strategy but a ‘reenactment’ (MacDougall 2006: 272) of experiential 
dynamics.

Some of the materials used in this video are ‘provisional’ such as my fieldwork notes and 
sketches. This is in line with a multimodal approach, which highlights ‘the personal and 
intellectual process that lies at the base [sic] of anthropological research’ and the fact that 
fieldwork ‘like any lived experience … [is] a nonlinear, dialogical, and fragmentary path.’ (Canals 
2017: 126).

Here, montage is used not just to point to the invisible (Suhr and Willerslev 2013), but 
provocatively, also to make the invisible visible.

The next sections engage multimodally with the practice of becoming a caterpillar by drawing 
on sensory anthropological perspectives on perception in ritual action. More information about 
this project and its contributors can be found in the end credits.

[06:27]

Praxeography of butoh training

Transmitting the wave

Semimaru invites his assistant to lay down, face up, and help him demonstrate 
‘transmitting the wave’. He then kneels down at the assistant’s feet, and grabs 
his ankles. Semimaru explains that his own body is strong and relaxed as he lifts 
his assistant’s feet few inches off the ground. Next, he shakes his assistant’s feet, 
creating tiny waves that travel through the assistant’s body. The source of these 
perturbations is Semimaru’s hara which is located few inches below the navel and is 
considered the centre of the body in Japanese culture.

A similar technique which initiates undulatory movements in the body through 
the ankles towards the pelvis, chest and head is a Noguchi taiso technique called 
nenyoro (Morita, personal conversation). In this video, Itto Morita and Mika Takeuchi 
demonstrate nenyoro. Morita describes nenyoro as following:

Lie down on the floor on your back. Stretch your knees.

Your partner catches both your ankles, and holding them together, shakes your legs to the left 
and right briskly, making your entire body wave.

Check if the head is swaying to some extent as a result of this waving

Your partner changes the shaking speed and the amplitude so as to make an irregular 
movement in the body.

(Esposito and Kasai 2017: 260).

The Japanese name of this exercise, Nenyoro is composed of two words, ne, meaning 
‘lying’ and nyoro a mimetic word describing a ‘snaky’ movement. (Esposito and Kasai 
2017: 260).

https://doi.org/10.16995/jer.18
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This name offers a cue as for the movement quality that this exercise is meant to 
produce. Images of a snaky body or water body inform this exercise. When this 
condition is achieved in nenyoro, the dancer’s body will behave as a jelly-like waving 
matter and will be highly reactive to any movement variations that are applied by the 
sitting partner.

[08:27]

A ball is rolling up the spine

Semimaru kneels down by his assistant’s side, who is now lying face down. Semimaru 
gently pushes the assistant’s torso side to side, to make sure that is limp and relaxed. 
He then carefully rolls up the assistant’s T-shirt, exposing his back, and places one 
fingertip on his tailbone. Semimaru says that this is the entry point for a ball, about 
the size of a marble. This ball is to come in from the tailbone and then travel all the 
way up the assistant’s spine, to come out at the top of the head (Semimaru indicates 
the exit point at the top of the assistant’s head).

When Semimaru touches the point on the tailbone a second time, this prompts the 
assistant to begin. The dancer’s spine unfurls from that very point, as though each 
and every vertebra were moving independently, raising up before flattening down 
again in a rippling motion. From a viewer’s perspective, the impression is of a tiny ball 
rolling under the skin all the way up the spine.

[09:34]

Caterpillar

After the demonstration, Semimaru himself shows the complete version of the 
exercise with the ball. That is, Semimaru uses the same technique to travel across the 
space in a continuous waving motion. This is the caterpillar. After the demonstration, 
Semimaru recalls the times when he and his friends, as young Sankai Juku dancers, 
used to compete in ‘caterpillar races’. The image of a racing caterpillar, in stark 
contrast with the teacher’s monastic demeanour, triggers a wave of chuckles in the 
room.

In this video Mika Takeuchi demonstrates the caterpillar movement.

[10:45]

(Auto)praxeography of butoh training

A ball is rolling up the spine

(a somatic perspective on learning the caterpillar movement)

In this section I discuss the exercise ‘a ball is rolling up the spine’ from a somatic 
or ‘from the body’ perspective (Farnell 1999), as based on my own notes from the 
practice.

I am lying face down. My dance partner Flavia is sitting next to me. To begin with, she 
pushes my torso side to side, to make sure that is limp and relaxed. She then waits 
until it gradually returns to stillness.

I sense my body responding to the induced movement by progressively giving in to 
gravity. As kinetic energy ripples across my body, I begin to differentiate the shapes 
and weights of different body parts.

A deepening of my breathing further enhances letting go and relaxation.
The ripple-like movements initiate a change in the body.

They awaken my proprioceptive sense of bodily weight and bring to the fore my 
body’s relationship with gravity. This relationship is not homogeneous however.
The ripple-like movements highlight my body’s heterogeneity, its different 
shapes and weights spread out on the floor. The relationship with gravity is also 
heterogeneous and diffuse.

https://doi.org/10.16995/jer.18
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I sense my skin receiving a subtle touch – my partner’s fingertip – sitting on my 
tailbone first, then at the top of my head. I recognise these touches as the ‘entry’ and 
‘exit’ points respectively for the ball and, implicitly, as a prompt to begin.

It takes me a few seconds to resurface from the state of deep relaxation and 
stillness.

The contrast between a resistance to move and the expectation of having to engage 
in the practice creates a perceived distance between my ‘intention to move’ and my 
body as a quasi-inert ‘thing’. My body turns into an unfamiliar, unexplored territory.

My attention hovers as though from above my body, looking for trails of action.
I return to the lingering sensation of my partner’s touch on my tailbone. This 
sensation begins to overlap with the image of the ball ‘entering’ through that point. It 
is as though, the tactile impression left by a fingertip onto my skin gradually morphed 
into the ‘virtual object’ (Gibson 1979) of the ball.

That is, a tactile perception and the image of the marble merge in my mind’s eye into 
a single tactile-kinaesthetic image.

It then occurs to me that the marble is not supposed to sit on the tailbone but should 
roll up the spine. This image triggers the following micro-actions.

My tailbone flexes upward then downward, leading the small of the back to arch 
downward and upward respectively. With the first micro-action, the imaginary ball 
enters the spine, while with the second it rolls up the lumbar spine.
At this point, I find that to maintain the momentum which would allow the ball 
to cross the lumbar depression, my front abdominal muscles ought to firmly 
press against the floor. Yet, instead of climbing up the middle of the back as I had 
intended, the marble sinks under the skin, and I lose track of it.

The middle of the back or thoracic spine is anatomically the least mobile section of 
the spine. This is where my ball gets stuck and disappears.

It takes a few attempts to perform this movement correctly.

I rely on the tactile and vocal feedback of my partner to fine tune the execution.
In order for the ‘ball’ that is the vertebrae, to become visible, I ought to expand my 
chest upwardly. I use the diaphragm muscles to lift the corresponding section of 
the spine.

I cling onto the kinaesthetic image of the ball rolling up the last section of my spine 
till the top of the head where it comes out.

[14:31]

Noguchi taiso and somatic movement

The use of the ball as a virtual prop highlights the analytical approach to movement 
that is required to perform this exercise. However, this anatomical representation 
does not do justice to the overall perceptual experience of doing the caterpillar.

When we consider the style of proprioceptive and kinaesthetic engagement involved 
in doing this exercise a more suitable model is offered by Noguchi taiso, a somatic 
movement approach that has had an important influence on the development of 
butoh (Baird 2012).

Noguchi taiso posits the body as ‘a kind of water bag in which our bones and viscera 
are floating’ (Kasai 1999). A somatic attuning to this image involves an attending 
to proprioceptive dimensions such as the body’s relationship with gravity, and the 
weight of different limbs (Esposito and Kasai 2017); also, to micro-movements 
understood as felt vibrations, or as micro-waves that can spread easily across the 
body.

Thus, Noguchi taiso invites fluidity of movement within an overall sense of corporeal 
heterogeneity.

https://doi.org/10.16995/jer.18
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[15:48]

Metamorphosis

While a first-person, somatic approach is key to capturing the micro-phenomenological 
(Petitmengin et al. 2019) dimensions of the practice, a more complete account requires the 
mobilising of a third-person perspective, or view from the outside. This involves turning our 
attention to imaginal aspects of movement as grounded, in this case, in the sense of vision 
(Sheets-Johnstone 1999).

As already mentioned, the aesthetic ‘efficacy’ of the exercise ‘a ball is rolling up the spine’ lies 
in the vertebrae becoming visible in a sequential way. This action, when skilfully executed, 
gives the visual impression of a ball rolling up the dancer’s spine. Drawing on anthropological 
studies of perception in ritual action (Friedson 1996; Kapferer 2004; Willerslev 2007), I refer 
to this visual effect as an optical ‘illusion’. I further argue that optical illusion is at the basis of 
metamorphosis in butoh as in other performative and ritual contexts.

Despite variations of shape and size, the human form is distinctive. Spinoza ascribed this 
distinctiveness to the relations of ‘motions’ which, within and between bodies, support our 
recognition that a human being is not a chair (Spinoza and Curley 1994: 61; 125; Lord 2010: 
61–62) nor any other thing, living or non-living, except for a human being. That is, relations of 
motion allow one to tell the human from the non-human.

When relations of motions are altered or subverted, then metamorphosis might ensue. 
Anthropologist Willerslev (2007) explores this dynamic when he describes how Yukaghir 
hunters are on the verge of ‘becoming’ their prey, the elk.

By making their bodily movements elk-like, the hunter creates a ‘mirror image’ of the 
elk, in an attempt to be perceived by the animal as one of their species.

A related example of metamorphosis based on altered relations of motion comes from puppet 
theatre.

In this video, puppeteer Stephen Mottram uses a set of lit balls to create the 
impression of human and other living beings moving about. Mottram’s craft is based 
on research in cognitive psychology on how an audience visually perceive movement 
from the stage. As a performer his role is to organise the audience’s visual perception 
by providing them with salient movements.

Mottram’s work can also be understood through the notion of ‘virtuality’ as 
developed by anthropologist Bruce Kapferer’s (2004). Working on ritual performance, 
Kapferer argues that ritual action gains its force in the way sensory perception is 
dynamically organized to modulate reality. He refers to this process as ‘virtuality’, 
which is, an ‘imaginal and technical’ space ‘for entering within life’s vital processes 
and adjusting its dynamics’ (48–49).

At the core of Mottram’s craft is an understanding of relations of motion, and the 
way they should be organised to create the illusion of body’s aliveness. Butoh 
dancers do the opposite, the starting point of their dance is to craft the illusion that 
their bodies are inanimate or quasi-inanimate things (Mottram, workshop with butoh 
dancers, Oxford 21 March 2015). A dancer’s body is to be emptied of the volition 
that makes us human, so it can be receptive to and animated by relations of motion 
pertaining to other-than-human beings, like a caterpillar.

[19:27]

Sensory reversibility and transformation

While I have used the word ‘illusion’ to describe what happens in the caterpillar exercise, an 
actual transformation occurs at the level of the mover’s perception. Exercises like ‘transmitting 
the wave’ or ‘the ball is rolling up the spine’ lay the groundwork for transformation in three ways.

Firstly, by directing the mover’s attention towards nuanced, emergent and induced micro-
movements, these exercises destabilise habits of gross movement grounded in goal-oriented, 
agent-centered actions that we enact in daily life.

https://doi.org/10.16995/jer.18
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Secondly, by enhancing the movement of ‘isolated’ body parts, these exercises extend the lived 
body’s motility, flexibility and range of expression.

Thirdly, by integrating relations of motion other than those pertaining to a human being, these 
exercises can alter a mover’s ‘body image’ – in ways that have the potential of being therapeutic.

The difficulty of changing one’s body this way should not be underestimated, for the human 
body is limited in structure and capacity for motion. As an example of the physical and 
imaginative effort required, consider the following passage from my workshop notes:

‘I return to the lingering sensation of my partner’s touch on my tailbone. This sensation begins 
to overlap with the image of the ball “entering” through that point. It is as though the tactile 
impression left by a fingertip onto my skin gradually morphed into the “virtual object” of 
the ball.’

The ‘translation’ of my partner’s touch on my skin into a visual image reveals the 
phenomenological principle of ‘reversibility’ of, in this case, touch and vision, where a purely 
tactile impression – my partner’s touch on my tailbone – is translated into ‘visual language’ 
(Szynkarczuk 2015: 50) – the ‘virtual object’ (Gibson 1979: 35) of the ball.

These two sensory modalities, the touch and the ball are fused together in my mind’s 
eye into a single kinaesthetic image.

This principle of reversibility, which echoes ‘cultural synaesthesia’ (Young 2005; Hsu 2021), can 
be extended to encompass the whole of the dancer’s body, as in the caterpillar movement.

Reversibility of tactile-kinaesthetic perception and the language of vision expands both the 
imagination and the experience of one’s corporeal being.

Changing relations of motion involves a change in one’s relation with the lived body. It involves 
a reinhabiting as well as a reimagining of one’s body through movement (Hunter et al 2016).

In the case of butoh, this is done primarily through techniques which undermine the habitual 
sense of one’s body as a unified, fixed ‘entity’, while bringing to the fore its morphogenetic 
capacity.

Whilst metamorphosis in butoh relies on optical illusion, a transformation actually 
occurs to the extent that a dancer not only perceives but also sees their body 
differently. The caterpillar exercise enhances the mobility of the back and changes 
one’s perception of the body. The body is temporarily reconfigured as multiple, just 
like a caterpillar.

Abstract

Butoh is a dance and somatic movement approach that emerged in Japan in the 1960s and 
today is practiced around the world. Due to its stylistic idiosyncrasies and lack of a formalised 
movement vocabulary, butoh is often referred to among its practitioners and in the literature as 
an indeterminate or ‘formless’ dance. While ‘metamorphosis’ has been recognised as butoh’s 
core aesthetic trait (Fraleigh 2010; Baird and Candelario 2019), what this entails in practice has 
been little explored.

This video article examines metamorphosis in butoh dance from a sensory anthropology 
perspective which attends to the micro-phenomenological dimensions of the practice. The 
author, a dancer-anthropologist, focuses on a practice of ‘becoming a caterpillar’ that she 
learnt at a butoh workshop given by Semimaru of the company Sankai Juku in London in 2014. 
Through a praxeography of selected exercises, integrated by a somatic or ‘from the body’ 
perspective (Farnell 1999), the author argues that the same techniques ‘scaffold’ (Downey 
2004) metamorphosis by emphasising fluidity of bodily movement as well as the ‘isolation’ of 
body parts. Perceptual aspects of the practice are explored and reflected upon multimodally 
through a combination of textual, graphic, dance, and performance reenactments. Responding 
to ongoing debates on the value of integrating multimodality in anthropological research, 
practice and dissemination of scholarship, the article proposes that multimodality can extend 
the conceptual and methodological reach into experiential dimensions of bodily practice by 
foregrounding both sensory and imaginal aspects of doing.

Drawing on anthropological studies of perception in ritual action, the video article argues 
that butoh metamorphosis relies on a principle of ‘illusion’ whereby a change in the dancer’s 
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kinetic organisation engenders a visual impression of their bodies transforming into something 
else. This metamorphic logic is by no means exclusive to butoh but is found in other styles 
of performance, including puppet theatre. Kapferer’s (2004) notion of virtuality is mobilised 
here to highlight how the reconfiguring of perceptual patterns through performative action can 
effect transformation by means of ‘modulating reality’ and ‘adjusting its dynamics’.

As shown by the example of the caterpillar, in butoh dance the transformation is double: on 
the optical and imaginal level of the dancer’s bodily form, as coinciding with a ‘view from the 
outside’, and on the somatic level of the practitioner’s lived body as experienced ‘from the 
inside’. It is further argued that a butoh dancer’s propension to somatically relate to imaginal 
dimensions of the practice relies on the phenomenological principle of sensory reversibility, 
whereby tactility-kinaesthesia ‘merges’ with the sense of vision.

Key words

Butoh dance, metamorphosis, kinaesthesia, somatic movement, multimodality, graphic 
anthropology, praxeography, sensory anthropology.
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